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the UK. The event management degree at this mod-
ern university represents a major innovation in HE 
where an experiential approach to pedagogy has 
been adopted with students delivering “live” event 
projects for “real” clients instead of writing a thesis 
in their final year. Experiential approaches to learn-
ing and teaching, otherwise known as “work inte-
grated learning” (Jackson, 2013), aims to bridge 
the gap between classroom theoretically based 
concepts and professional practice by allowing stu-
dents to apply their classroom acquired knowledge 
on real life cases. The experiential approach that is 
Introduction
The transformation of higher education (HE) 
institutions from elite to mass provision in the UK 
has precipitated a cultural shift in the design of the 
curriculum towards more vocationally oriented 
subjects to satisfy the mandate of policy makers for 
more commercially aware graduates. This article 
presents an ethnographic reflection on student and 
lecturer experiences with a semivocational degree 
in event management at a post-1992 university 
located in a very peripheral and insular region of 
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education. It assesses graduating students’ experiences with the BA (Hons) Event Management 
degree at a post-1992 university in the UK. Instead of writing a thesis, students stage a complex but 
sophisticated live event as partial fulfilment for their honors degree. The methodology was under-
pinned by an interpretivist philosophy with three graduating cohorts of 2012/13/14 participating in 
the research. The findings highlighted positive outcomes related to skills development and wider 
operational issues that affected student learning. The majority of students were satisfied with the 
overall degree outcomes but anxiety and fear about the assessment objectives, client idiosyncrasies, 
and demands; and, the fact that event management is hard work was perceived negatively by some 
students and as flaws with the university and client organizations. The findings precipitated changes 
to how students are supported on live event projects and to the collaborative relationships between 
clients and the university.
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studies note that graduates become more commer-
cially aware or more confident individuals because 
of their placement or internship (Fletcher-Brown 
et al., 2015; Fox & Morrison, 2011). Indeed, an 
internship/placement within a well-established orga-
nization exposes students to industry professionals, 
etiquette, manners, maturity, and best prac tices. 
Exposure to organizational culture and a better 
understanding of how organizations function are 
some of the key benefits of working in collabora-
tion with industry professionals. Alongside the tra-
ditional internship and placement models of experi-
ential learning, other work-based experiences such 
as a practicals, consultancy projects, shadowing 
programs, and immersion projects, all with dis-
tinct outcomes for learning (Hughes, Mylonas, & 
Beckendorff, 2013), are common in hospitality and 
event management education. The recent popular-
ity of event management degrees in the UK has 
seen the emergence of other forms of experiential 
learning known as the “live event” project with 
students staging real events in collaboration with 
a business. Researchers report positive benefits for 
students on live event projects and suggest that the 
positive outcomes far outweigh any human, logis-
tical, or operational difficulties that result from 
the collaborative nature of the projects (Fox & 
Morrison, 2010). However, due to the embryonic 
nature of event management as an academic disci-
pline there is still a dearth of research in this aspect 
of experiential learning.
The extent to which universities can produce 
employable graduates depends on the students’ 
willingness to engage in paid or unpaid work dur-
ing their studies and the extent to which the cor-
porate sector is willing or able to provide suitable 
projects and other opportunities through place-
ments, internships, live events, or volunteer work. 
The fact is, the trajectory into employment is very 
complex and several intervening factors including 
the individuals’ willingness to make an impact and 
to take advantage of, and identify, opportunities; 
their attitude and other personality traits will have 
an impact on how well they achieve their immedi-
ate and long-term career goals. Nevertheless, event 
management graduates who are capable of assess-
ing, designing, planning, delivering, and evaluating 
events of all types as well as “custom designing 
highly targeted event experiences” (Getz, 2008, 
the focus of this study involves students collaborat-
ing with a local business/charity to deliver a com-
plex event project aimed at achieving the corporate 
aims and objectives of the partner organization.
Industrial shifts towards the service economy, 
technological change, computerization, complex 
communication systems coupled with changes in 
managerial hierarchical structures in favor of team-
work and multitasking have increased the demand 
for workers with out-of-the-box thinking, human 
interaction skills, and digital literacy (also see 
Garlick, 2014; Tsai, 2013). Consequently, employers 
are now more likely to select graduates based on 
skills and attributes developed through their stud-
ies; particularly the “transferable” skills, otherwise 
called “core skills,” “generic skills,” or “soft skills” 
that can translate into a competitive advantage 
for the company or organization that hires them. 
Employers want graduates with well-developed 
generic skills (Pool & Sewell, 2007) that will enable 
them to transition into the very competitive com-
mercial world.
Higher educational institutions have responded 
by embedding experiential pedagogic initiatives 
including placements, internships, and other prac-
ticums into the curriculum. Experiential learning 
moves the learner away from passive transmission–
reception forms of learning to a more participa-
tive application and integration of knowledge and 
skills. Seminal author Kolb’s (1984) model of expe-
riential learning suggested that experience with sub-
sequent reflection enables students to better apply 
classroom theory to industry practice. Several 
studies have reported on the positive outcomes of 
placements, internships, and other forms of work-
based learning inside professional organizations for 
event, hospitality, and tourism students (Beattie, 
Nixon & Walker, 2008; Fletcher-Brown, Knibbs, & 
Middleton, 2015; Fox & Morrison, 2010; Hingley, 
2008; Nixon & Dray, 2010; Robertson, Junek, & 
Lockstone-Binney, 2012; Sealy, 2012). Employers 
place significant value on vocational experience 
with project management, working with audiences 
and customers, hands-on production experience, bud-
geting, fundraising, and marketing planning being 
highly desirable (Beaven & Wright, 2006).
Experiential learning provides benefits that 
extend beyond the development of soft skills and 
knowledge. Along with adding value to a CV, some 
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p. 121) to achieve the client aims and objectives 
may achieve an advantage in the labor marketplace 
as highly employable individuals.
Event Management Degree at 
the Post-1992 University
EMBOK (Event Management body of knowl-
edge) provides a repository of knowledge for event 
management, which is rooted in business manage-
ment, encompassing administration, design, mar-
keting, operations, and risk management (Table 1).
Although EMBOK is very thorough in identi-
fying a range of knowledge-based disciplines to 
support the industry, event management is also a 
very applied “hands on” profession requiring skills 
that cannot be taught by a transmission–reception 
model of learning and teaching. The problem with 
EMBOK is that it does not accommodate these 
transferable skills or soft skills that employers pre-
sumably want. Soft skills like attention to detail, 
listening, negotiation, personal selling, high-level 
cognitive skills, problem solving, emotional intel-
ligence, pitching, time management, and leader-
ship are developed through practice rather than 
from a textbook. Consequently, to gain a competi-
tive advantage and to attract nontraditional learn-
ers, particularly those with visual and kinesthetic 
modalities, the event degree at this post-1992 uni-
versity marries a strong vocational dimension with 
academic acumen.
At levels four and five (4/5) students are intro-
duced to the main concepts and theories in orga-
nizational management, marketing, finance, event 
design and creation, and business decision making. 
The major experiential component of the degree 
occurs in the final year when students have the 
opportunity to apply theory to practice through the 
execution of a real “live” event management proj-
ect. The module Applied Event Management 1, 2, 
and 3 require students to deliver a sophisticated 
yet complex event at a venue outside the univer-
sity, which replaces the traditional thesis. To ensure 
that the projects meet the needs of the industry it is 
important to involve industry professionals in the 
students’ development (Lee, Lee, & Kim, 2009) 
and thus suitable organizations from the charity 
and business sectors “act” as clients. Client-driven 
projects offer students experience in managing the T
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experience. Reflective practice is the integration 
of knowledge to comprehend important processes 
within the teaching profession and to reflect on 
how these processes can be integrated or modified 
for the best possible outcomes. Reflective practice, 
combined with other qualitative research methods, 
is widely used in ethnographic studies, particularly 
those areas involving social action (Bowen, 2002; 
Sealy & Wickens, 2008; Wickens, 2002).
With ethnography and reflective practice being 
the underlying principle behind this article an 
eclectic approach to data collection was undertaken 
resulting in a triangulation of data from a purpo-
sive sample of three graduating cohorts and the 
researcher’s observation log and literature review. 
The strength with purposive sampling is that it 
enables the researcher to select “information rich” 
cases to be studied. Information rich cases are those 
from which a great deal can be learned about issues 
that are of central importance to the purpose of the 
research (Patton, 1990). Based on semistructured 
focus group interviews with event students, the 
data yielded lengthy transcripts that were analyzed 
and collated into themes. It is noted that student 
feedback is only a snapshot of student opinion and 
that its real value lies in its use in longitudinal stud-
ies (Brooks, 2003). With this in mind focus groups 
were held at the end of semester two of 2012, 2013, 
and 2014 (Table 2), 2 weeks after the students had 
completed all of their course work as it was felt that 
students would have had time to reflect on their 
learning and achievements and would be in a more 
relaxed frame of mind to provide constructive feed-
back on their course of study (Hounsell, 2003).
The data were analyzed using the coding 
procedures suggested by Strauss and Corbin’s 
(1990) grounded theory. Open coding was used to 
identify categories, concepts, and themes without 
making any prior assumptions about what might be 
discovered. The data were broken down into discrete 
parts, closely examined, compared for similarities 
and differences, and questions asked about the phe-
nomena being studied (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 
After the preliminary coding process, a further cod-
ing system was employed where codes were related 
to each other through the identification of core 
code categories and subcategories, which were then 
organized and collated into themes and subthemes 
(Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995; Robson, 1993). 
vagaries of the event environment, client exigen-
cies, and engages them in strategic thinking, flex-
ibility, and negotiation similar to what they would 
experience when they embark on their careers. In 
an effort to promote “deep” rather than “surface” 
learning and to challenge students outside of their 
“comfort zone,” clients present students with a busi-
ness problem and clearly defined business objec-
tives, which the students must achieve through the 
design and delivery of the “live” event.
The module adopts the coconstructivist approach 
to teaching and learning with students collaborat-
ing to solve a real business problem. The students 
collaborate, working in small groups of 6–8 stu-
dents in order to ensure that the multiplicity of 
tasks and skills required to complete the project 
are realized. To address the client brief, students 
are required to engage in a critical investigation 
involving the reconstruction of earlier knowledge 
as they evaluate, analyze, define, and interpret the 
requirements of the brief in order to meet client 
needs and expectations. After the initial assess-
ment, students are required to propose suitable 
events that resonate with the clients’ brand and 
organizational goals. To ensure that the work envi-
ronment is as close as possible to reality, students 
plan and deliver these events in an environment 
that is “organic” and intervention on the part of the 
university only occurred in cases where a client 
had concerns about reputation, health and safety, 
or corporate liability. Weekly tutorials with tutors 
provide guidance and support for the students for 
the duration of the project.
Methodology
This reflection is specifically directed towards 
the graduating classes of 2012/2013 and 2014 in 
event management who at the time of data collec-
tion in week 14 are assumed to be better positioned 
to reflect holistically and objectively on their uni-
versity experience having completed the 3 years of 
study.
Modeled from ethnography, the process of reflec-
tion is now a well-established practice in profes-
sional education (Harrison, 2010). As a relative 
of phenomenology, ethnography is a form of sto-
rytelling from the perspective of those being stud-
ied in order to understand their perceptions of an 
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as exemplified by this student and was one of the 
learning outcomes on the module: “This degree 
has set me up to qualify for a multitude of differ-
ent jobs in various industry sectors.” There is an 
increasing need for flexible, adaptive, and indus-
try mobile workers who can integrate, adapt, and 
utilize their skills to a multitude of different jobs, 
tasks, industries, and cultures as their professional 
circumstances require and it was important that 
through experiential learning students came to this 
reality (Bridgestock, 2009; Harvey, 2005).
The introduction of the client provided an oppor-
tunity for students to understand the dynamics of 
interpersonal communications in a large organiza-
tion and to learn the terminology, parlance, jargon, 
and linguistic style of the industry. It is important 
for students to understand that organizations have 
different cultures and being employable relates 
to being able to adapt skills to cross professional, 
social, and cultural environments (Fox & Morrison, 
2010). Students were able to develop their commu-
nications skills and learn how to behave profession-
ally through formal interactions with the client and 
suppliers in meetings or through written business 
communications; and, be able to adjust their com-
munication techniques depending on the receiver. 
Through involvement and engagement with cli-
ents, students were able to appreciate the multiple, 
complex, and strategic functions that events play in 
business and the community, which helped to dis-
pel the earlier cognitive dissonance students expe-
rience at the beginning of the course in relation to 
the strong business subject focus. As this student 
pointed out: “I thought that we would just book a 
band and rent a tent and we would have an event. 
Now I know that this was naïve.”
Due to the different roles and responsibilities 
associated with delivering “live” events students 
used the opportunity to specialize and develop a 
particular area of expertise. Others thought that the 
A synthesis of the major themes that emerged is 
presented below.
Student Experiences With the Vocational Degree
The forthcoming discussion focuses on the reoc-
curring themes that emerged from the focus groups 
with the three graduating cohorts. This section inte-
grates these findings with practitioner reflections 
to provide rich and illuminating narratives on the 
student experience.
Students were of the view that the degree deliv-
ered over and above their expectations in terms of 
the final outcome–a successful event that met cli-
ent specifications, objectives, learning outcomes, 
and a job interview. Many appreciated that the 
level six live projects gave them an opportunity to 
gain a realistic perspective of the industry and to 
experience the responsibilities and the challenges 
of working in a commercial environment, which 
equipped them with the confidence to foray in their 
chosen profession. As this student reiterates:
My University also gave me the opportunity to 
create, design and plan entire events and I believe 
the lessons I learned are invaluable. I have come 
to the end of my degree and feel completely confi-
dent about entering the events industry.
Some students felt that the business focus was 
a distinct advantage of the course as exemplified 
by the comment: “I believe the skills and attributes 
I now possess could enable me to excel in . . . cor-
porate events; as this is where my strong business 
mind such as finance could shine through.”
With linear career progression throughout one 
organization becoming extinct (Bridgestock, 2009) 
it was important that students recognized that the 
“added value” in their newfound skills is that they 
are transferable to industry sectors outside of event 
management. This was evident from the focus groups 
Table 2
Schedule of Focus Groups
Year of Focus Groups Total Responses Total Enrolment Number of Focus Groups
April 2012 22 36 4
May 2013 24 32 4
May 2014 12 14 2
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sector (EMBOS). As shown above, through reflec-
tion the students were able to identify the skills that 
they used to complete the projects by assigning their 
own meanings to the epiphanies, which emerged. 
This self-discovered knowledge demonstrates that 
with experiential learning projects tutors do not 
have to be concerned with “putting in” knowledge 
as with the transmission–reception model of teach-
ing but should be more concerned with “drawing 
out” the new knowledge that surfaced naturally 
from the projects (Carnell & Lodge, 2002). With 
experiential learning students were able to move 
away from an epistemological concept of knowl-
edge as uncontested facts and instead started to 
view knowledge more in line with situational con-
text and individual experience as they drew close 
to the conclusion of their projects. Students noted 
how their perceptions had changed as a result of 
their new knowledge and that they had become dif-
ferent persons as they transformed from event stu-
dents to event professionals. As one of them stated, 
“I am now more forward thinking.”
The fact that students were able to identify a 
range of skills personal to them demonstrates the 
value of live events in stimulating meta-cognition 
and greater self and environmental awareness. 
Meta-cognition is the ability to reflect on prob-
lems and challenges and make sense of them. It 
empowers students to reflect on strategic decisions, 
problem solving, and the challenges of working in 
a real organization. With live event projects stu-
dents can make their own mistakes and learn from 
degree helped them to identify personal strengths 
and weaknesses.
After organising the legal aspects of . . . and being 
the health and safety/legal . . . I now feel that this 
is one of my main strengths and is something that 
I may consider focusing on when I graduate from 
university.
Being able to reflect on their experience stu-
dents were able to identify gaps in their learning 
and to identify specific skills that had evolved or 
were enhanced due to the projects without being 
prompted by the researcher. Table 3 articulates the 
“transformational epiphanies” that occurred as stu-
dents reflected on their learning. Transformational 
epiphanies, which emerged through reflection, 
are learning curves that totally transform the way 
individuals view the world, themselves as mem-
bers of society, and the way they think. This was 
encouraging for module tutors as reflection is what 
changes a mere experience into a learning exer-
cise (Robertson et al., 2012). As shown in Table 3 
the transformational epiphanies are manifested as 
skills and aptitudes discovered by students through 
reflection. These emerged from four distinct dimen-
sions: self-awareness and meta-cognition, practi-
cal skills, commercial awareness, and relationship 
management.
The epiphanies were then transformed into a pro-
totype of the EMBOK model, which goes beyond 
the knowledge disciplines to provide an emergent 
event management body of skills for the event 
Table 3
Event Management Body of Skills (EMBOS)
Self-Awareness/Metacognition Practical Skills Commercial Awareness Relationship Management
Confidence Communication skills Enterprise Teamwork
Forward thinking Transferable skills Entrepreneurial spirit Client management
Recognition of learning styles Career management Competition Stakeholder management
Self-efficacy Presentation skills/pitching Flexibility
Imagination Stress management Negotiation
Creativity Decision making Delegation
Emotional intelligence Negotiation Conflict management
Cognition Public speaking Diplomacy
Pedagogy Consultancy
Assertion Problem solving
Organizational skills
Analytical skills
Source: Author’s research.
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The involvement of clients presented risks to the 
university and many challenges for these students. 
Students were keen to expound on this aspect of the 
project claiming that clients were not always sup-
portive or good examples of best practices. Some 
clients had ideas about what constituted a well- 
managed event, which contradicted what they 
learned on the course. Some clients had standard 
operating procedures that deviated from that of the 
university, particularly about health and safety man-
agement that raised issues of corporate liability. The 
“student” label meant that some clients had no faith 
in the students’ abilities and one group reported how 
a client made derogatory and demeaning comments 
to them in front of suppliers. Another group felt that 
their client lacked knowledge of event management 
and that their ideas for the event were unrealistic 
and illegal. Others complained that clients were 
verbally abusive and withheld information and 
resources that were vital to completing the proj-
ects and the associated assessments. According to 
this group of graduates, something as simple as the 
decision to get qualified security, a legal require-
ment, at their event “was one that we had to push 
for.” One group of students asked to change their 
client as they felt that “the client was expecting 
them to plan the event in an unprofessional, illegal, 
and unrealistic manner.” Another client cancelled a 
project midway in the academic year claiming that 
they were no longer able to fund the event and took 
the venue with them.
Some students commented about clients being 
demanding and treating them as though they were 
a hired labor force. As this student noted: “They 
are behaving as though they are paying us. . . . We 
should be able to do things in our own time.” Some 
students claimed that they found it difficult to com-
municate with their client because of social class 
differences. Others lamented about clients’ ten-
dency to withhold payment to suppliers and quiv-
ering over the reimbursement of “out of pocket” 
expenses incurred by students even though the 
terms and conditions regarding these aspects were 
clearly outlined in the agreement signed by the stu-
dents, university, and client. Students felt that they 
could have been given more training and warnings 
about the dynamics of client relationships: “we 
have never experienced working for a client before. 
We should have been warned about how clients 
them through reflection. As students become aware 
of how theory informs practice they can use their 
experience as exemplars in interviews with pro-
spective employers (Graham, 2003; N. Jackson, 
2010). Through active participation, self-generated 
knowledge can be a powerful tool in building self-
confidence, self-assurance, emotional intelligence, 
social awareness, and a sense of accomplishment, 
which is crucial for employability. Experiential 
learning is very student centered, requiring stu-
dents to actively participate and take responsibility 
for their success or failures. They can draw con-
clusions and use their conclusions to inform future 
experiences.
It is at this juncture of self-discovery that stu-
dents became more receptive to what was being 
taught to them on the course. It became clear that 
once the perceived threats to success were removed 
and the objectives or financial targets that were 
part of the brief were about to be realized students 
became more receptive to learning and felt more 
positive about their course of study. It appears as 
through learning for students in event management 
proceeds if the perceived social and emotional risk 
to the self is low or is removed. Drawing close to 
the completion of projects when students realized 
that their events could be successful their attitudes 
and perceptions changed about the course, univer-
sity, and events industry. At this juncture, students 
were also getting interviews for jobs and receiving 
feedback from employers about their event course. 
Some students commented that they already had 
job offers while others used their event as part of a 
job interview by inviting the prospective employer 
to see her/his capabilities first hand. The live events 
were instrumental in helping students to develop 
their employability portfolios and students are 
encouraged to take photographs and to video tape 
their events to present to employers as is done in the 
field of entertainment. Another took advantage of 
their client’s extensive network of contacts to learn 
more about the industry by shadowing someone 
from their organization once a week to gain more 
insights into management and organizational cul-
ture. Although pedagogic success was evident from 
the live events, there were also several operational 
difficulties that threw a shadow over the students’ 
experience and highlighted several risks that had to 
be overcome.
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impact of the ubiquitous modularity of knowledge 
bought about by the semester system where once 
the module is completed the knowledge is filed and 
stored for good. Consequently, some earlier con-
cepts had to be revisited in the tutorials.
Early in the projects students experienced trepi-
dation about the demands of the client, the objec-
tives, and the amount of work involved because they 
felt that the objectives and projects were unachiev-
able. Some students’ early skepticism about the 
course content and their misguided notions about 
the nature of the industry created a belief that the 
performance targets were unrealistic resulting in 
some students rebuking the assessment brief and 
subsequently, along with their parents, insisting that 
the assessment be reviewed. These disputes make a 
mockery of the higher education system as perfor-
mance related targets are a reality of the workplace 
and are often used in employee performance evalu-
ations. These events raise questions about the stu-
dent as customer, rather than learner, bought about 
by the fee-paying regime and its negative impact on 
academic quality standards. Students’ early resis-
tance to live events, as an innovative and discursive 
form of assessment, and the ensuing complaints jus-
tifies tutors’ preference for didactic styles of teach-
ing in favor of the traditional thesis. Tutors become 
reluctant to challenge students outside their comfort 
zone for their academic and personal development 
for fear that it would bring forth negative module 
evaluations or poor National Students’ Survey (NSS) 
scores (O’Donovan, 2010).
Some of the difficulties encountered by students 
on their projects were simply reflections of the vaga-
ries, exigencies, and unpredictability of the event 
and commercial environment. Students’ inability to 
apply theory and their lack of knowledge and under-
standing of the way the work place operates exacer-
bated the situation. However, rather than view these 
challenges as opportunities for growth and devel-
opment some students perceived these difficulties 
as a negative reflection on the university and client 
organization. Those who expressed this view felt 
that the projects could have been better organized 
and that they could have been better supported by 
the academic staff. Some felt that the client’s role 
could have been more engaging and supportive, and 
that the client could have done some of the work 
including providing them with business contacts, 
behave,” one student lamented. Some clients were 
consistently delinquent when it came to answering 
e-mails while others withdrew resources and sup-
port. Students were quick to point out that they felt 
that the client projects could have been better orga-
nized, and that the university should have screened 
the clients better.
This experiential exercise bought about the 
realization that responsibility, accountability, and 
meeting deadlines were the reality of the “real 
world.” For the module tutor this was particularly 
welcomed because many students enter the degree 
program with unrealistic notions of the profession 
and very limited career awareness. Those who 
investigated the profession before embarking on 
HE did not necessarily obtain information from 
professional bodies, universities, or statutory pro-
viders of employment (Donnan & Carthy, 2011) but 
depended on peers or social media (word of mouth), 
press reports, or a vicarious experience with event 
management in school. There is an ongoing issue 
about the reality mismatch between the expecta-
tions of students entering higher education and 
the needs of the professional sector (Wickens & 
Forbes, 2004; Sealy, 2012). As this student stated: 
“I imagined myself floating around in a ball gown 
welcoming guests as the event unfolded. I know 
now this was unrealistic.” Some students felt that 
the staging of live events was very difficult and that 
the marking criteria were unrealistic. Several stu-
dents alluded that the demands of the clients, the 
district council, and venue managers, on top of the 
challenges encountered selling sponsorship, tick-
ets, and advertising space was too much for under-
graduates to bear. A simple request from a client for 
a 2.5% return on their investment and a financial 
plan with a stated breakeven point was deemed 
unreasonable and annoyed some students. The 
performance-related goals are a reality of the work-
place and is connected to job targets that link to 
corporate objectives, thus the justification for their 
inclusion in the client brief. Students reaction to the 
request for a breakeven analysis was seen as “irrel-
evant . . . it is fresher’s stuff” referring to it being 
covered in the 1st year of the degree. These com-
plaints bought tutors to the realization that students 
tend to compartmentalize their knowledge by stor-
ing it away to be forgotten and were not receptive 
to retrieving it for professional practice. This is an 
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When weaker students were asked to think prob-
lems through using problem solving tools this was 
perceived as flaws with the university’s learn-
ing and teaching strategy rather than the need to 
assess, review, and change their strategies. What 
was clearly apparent is that the traditional idea of 
reading for a degree was replaced by the expecta-
tion that the tutor would tell them exactly what to 
do and present a magical formula that would enable 
them to pass the assessment (Wickens & Forbes, 
2004). Some students appeared to prefer the passive 
transmission/reception mode of course delivery 
although this method does not stimulate the cog-
nitive processes that would enable them to apply 
and make sense of their theoretical knowledge in 
the complex business world and certainly does not 
facilitate independent learning (Carnell & Lodge, 
2002). It was evident that the live projects were 
more beneficial in terms of students’ long-term 
employability skills, but some did not like it (Kolb 
& Kolb, 2005; Penger, Znidarsic, & Dimovski, 
2010; Stevenson, 2004).
Discussion and Recommendations
It was evident that the transition from student 
life to work can be quite traumatic and represents 
a quantum leap in learning for some individuals. 
Some students did not appreciate the amount of 
work that had to be completed or the difficulties 
they encountered “on the job.” It was clear that 
along with logistical and human difficulties stu-
dents, particularly the weaker ones needed a “help-
ing hand” with client relations. Tutorials on client 
management and organizational culture have been 
introduced so that students identify and understand 
the different ways clients may behave during their 
event and after graduation. Additional training for 
students in conflict management, business etiquette, 
cultural leadership, and communications assist in 
preparing students for projects. Over the years there 
was an appreciation that event management is 
“work” but some students continue to feel that the 
difficulties of their projects could be circumvented 
through better organization or “more realistic” 
goal setting by university staff. Employer forums 
where students can pose questions to current prac-
titioners about their projects have helped to make 
students feel more supported and to reinforce the 
finding sponsorship, or selling tickets. Some felt 
that the client and university had too much control 
over the event and that students should be able to 
set out their own aims and objectives. As stated by 
this student: “From my experience I can see that 
the aims set for our live event were unrealistic and 
if there had been more control over what the live 
event could have been it would have been more 
beneficial for learning.” Some felt that working to 
client specification prevented them from unleash-
ing their creativity and stifled innovation. This was 
unfortunate as artistic expression and creativity 
are regarded as essential for event managers and 
it was the intention of tutors to allow students to 
explore these attributes through the live projects 
(Silvers, Bowden, O’Toole, & Nelson, 2006). Oth-
ers commented about the time needed to complete 
the projects, which also fell outside work hours and 
class time. Others described the overall experience 
as “confusing” and “frustrating” as clients failed to 
acknowledge the limitations of the academic cycle 
and other resource limitations, like student capabili-
ties or funding and legal restrictions. The realiza-
tion that most of the work in event management is 
administrative and that the management of clients, 
stakeholders, and suppliers could be challenging 
was a “bitter pill to swallow” for some students. 
Having to deal with demanding clients or abusive 
suppliers bought students to the realization that the 
event environment could be just as hostile as it is 
competitive. As one student explained: “The event 
industry is not enjoyable like I expected . . . it is not 
glamorous at all, in fact, it’s more like organized 
chaos and stress.” These comments illustrate the 
sometimes-significant differences between student 
expectations, perceptions, and the realities of the 
workplace, leading them to believe that something 
is wrong with the educational institution (Bennett 
& Kottasz, 2006). Some students had to be referred 
to student support for psychological counseling 
during the period leading up to the delivery of their 
projects.
Some students encountering challenges on live 
projects reacted on social media and on the NSS 
rather than seek help from tutors. It is understand-
able that students would feel overwhelmed by the 
projects, particularly those with no work experi-
ence. Other students noted that the level of stress 
involved in planning an event was overwhelming. 
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Students may commit to learning if the pedagogic 
initiatives are realistic to them and merits applica-
tion in the real world. As Biggs and Tang (2007) 
noted, motivation for learning arises when some-
thing has value to the student and they expect suc-
cess from their endeavors. Pedagogic literacy may 
help to dispel some of the distress that students 
experience because of the live event assessment 
brief. Millennial learners must be heavily sup-
ported, inspired, motivated, guided, and encour-
aged to challenge themselves, to take their learning 
to a deeper level, to reflect often, and to develop 
their own abstract concepts and contextualize their 
learning from concrete experience and subsequent 
reflection (Kolb, 1984).
It is clear that the introduction of a client-aided 
student learning significantly but at the same time 
this initiative represented a major risk to the stu-
dent’s degree, final grade, and the university’s 
reputation, and resulted in a distillation of the 
university–student–client relationship. To ensure 
that clients do not put the student’s degree at risk 
the university had to assume ownership and fund-
ing of the live events, which is now clearly stated 
in the agreement with clients. Clients are now ben-
eficiaries of fundraising and mentors to students 
rather than investors and are asked to be more 
sensitive, supportive, and gentler in their interac-
tion with them. It had to be made clear to clients 
that participation in live projects with students did 
not guarantee that the event would raise funds and 
that they should not include the projected fundrais-
ing into any financial projections. This approach 
has worked well for maintaining better community 
relations and for reducing the earlier conflicts that 
occurred between the trilogy of stakeholders: client, 
student, and tutor.
Collaborating with employers and other com-
munity groups to facilitate student learning has its 
benefits for the university. The benefits of positive 
press coverage that raised the image of the univer-
sity in the local community were certainly wel-
comed. The opportunities for knowledge exchange 
and networking can be invaluable to students and 
faculty. Although it is important to engage with 
industry on live event projects this needs to be 
done in a systematic manner based on academic 
and pedagogic underpinnings in order to ensure 
that the appropriate mix of skills emerge from the 
view that the projects are achievable. Employers 
can reassure students that their projects are realis-
tic and deliverable and that the skills developed are 
marketable. The voice of industry practitioners is 
viewed as authority by students as they are directly 
involved with the industry. Students’ misguided 
notions about the nature of the event management 
industry were often a key influence on their attitude 
towards certain experiential tasks, often producing 
an apathetic approach to learning. Consequently, an 
accelerated campaign to encourage students to go 
out on professional placements has been initiated.
Consternation bought about by the inclusion of 
performance-related targets in the event brief 
bought tutors to the realization that work needed to 
be done to inspire students to accept learning chal-
lenges as part of their development. Seminars that 
ensure students understand the rationale behind the 
assessment pedagogies and program structure may 
make students more “pedagogically intelligent” and 
aware of how these targets relate to industry prac-
tice, how they learn, and their learning styles. Stu-
dents need to be encouraged to embrace assessment 
challenges as opportunities for growth and devel-
opment rather than to view them as threats. It was 
essential that students recognized that skills devel-
opment did not occur overnight but is a gradual 
process that takes place over several years. Stu-
dents need to be reminded constantly and consis-
tently about the intended learning outcomes of the 
module, why they are important, and how they link 
with industry needs. They need to understand that 
the degree is designed to take them beyond entry 
level jobs into management and that they should set 
higher goals and aspirations for themselves while 
acknowledging the different career route possibili-
ties in event management.
The transformational epiphanies that emerged 
from the projects always brought forth feelings 
of gratification and self-actualization, which made 
students receptive to learning and it was important 
to maintain such levels of gratification throughout 
the entire course of the projects rather than just at 
the end. Consequently, reflection and subsequent 
goal setting is now a weekly exercise in the tuto-
rials when students spend time reflecting on their 
learning curves through acknowledgement of their 
recent triumphs and successes and how they can 
add value to employers for inclusion in their CVs. 
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The development of an emergent EMBOS for 
event management illustrates the value of live 
events in harnessing the critical skills required 
by event managers and highlights the range of skills 
and competencies that are required to deliver sophis-
ticated and complex projects. EMBOS can be used 
to inform educators and employer collaborators in 
event education regarding appropriate assessment 
design. EMBOS can also help negotiations with 
employers regarding the criteria for mentoring 
event students through their work-based projects. 
Employers must have a genuine desire to be part 
of a collaborative partnership that puts the students 
“first” and should be less prescriptive but more 
committed to giving the students the freedom to 
organize events that explore a range of skills and 
opportunities. EMBOS can be seen as a new pro-
tocol and robust body of evidence that facilitates a 
framework for HE assessment design methodology 
that justifies the event management curriculum. 
Sitting alongside EMBOK, it also illuminates and 
enhances our understanding of the event profession 
and the organization of curriculum to teach it.
Concluding Remarks
Students embarking on this degree did not antici-
pate that the planning of major events could be chal-
lenging, and the management of suppliers, clients, 
and peers could be overwhelmingly stressful high-
lighting the need for more systematic and focused 
support for students on live projects. However, the 
projects were instrumental in building confidence 
and self-efficacy, which played a part in preparing 
students psychologically for the world of work. The 
role of the projects in the development of higher 
self-esteem and in creating high levels of gratifica-
tion and student satisfaction cannot be discounted 
and brought forth a 97% overall satisfaction rating 
on the NSS in 2016 after all of the recommenda-
tions above were implemented.
A single encounter with one organization should 
not be construed as an initiative that will neces-
sarily transform individuals into efficient and 
capable workers. What the projects did achieve 
was to make students more aware of the commer-
cial environment and the skills and knowledge that 
they must develop if they wish to have a success-
ful career. It could be years after graduation before 
projects and that the methodologies used to deliver 
the projects are based on event industry best prac-
tices that are academically sound. However, find-
ing suitable clients for event management projects 
is an ongoing challenge due to the dearth of profes-
sional organizations in the immediate region. The 
event management profession is still an emerging 
one and many event organizers are self-taught free-
lancers. Such practitioners, although lauded for 
their excellent work, did not necessarily undertake 
theoretical studies in event management and at 
times could not relate to the models students used 
to plan their events. At times this caused confusion 
and conflict between students, tutors, and the cli-
ent organization. The multiple and complex nature 
of events coupled with conflicting stakeholder 
agendas has prevented the introduction of stan-
dardized practices and methodologies that are uni-
versally recognized resulting in differences in the 
standard operating procedures used by students, 
tutors, and clients. Unlike the more cosmopolitan 
areas, many corporate organizations or charities in 
this very peripheral region fall under the small to 
medium-sized business profile where practitioners 
are sometimes the “Jack of all trades” and “mas-
ters of none.” As Goldblatt (2000) highlighted, the 
rapid growth of the event profession has produced 
a climate that is confusing and lacking in credibil-
ity when compared to other professions, probably 
due to the apparent lack of regulatory bodies for 
the mandatory licensing and credentialing of event 
practitioners. These realities make it difficult to 
find professional clients who are good examples 
of professional practice instead of those who insist 
on unsystematic, archaic, or unsophisticated ways 
of organizing events. These issues bought tutors to 
the realization that this state of unconscious incom-
petence is the foundation for poor planning and 
decision making that is synonymous with the event 
profession (Getz, 2008; Silvers et al., 2006). Due to 
the island mentality that pervades the region, it is 
very difficult to encourage continued professional 
development among industry leaders. In order for 
experiential learning to be truly effective the live 
projects must be a true reflection of the work place; 
but, the involvement of real clients presented anxi-
ety, trepidation, and significant risks for the stu-
dents and university and had to be discontinued 
in its original form.
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management still needs to be fully researched. 
There is a need for greater saliency concerning the 
employability requirements of employers for event 
management graduates. It is not clear if there are 
distinctions between the requirements of small to 
medium-sized and large enterprises, between local, 
regional, national, and international organizations, 
or between event subsectors.
In reflection, the execution of live event client 
projects for developing professional standards can 
be extremely labor intensive for tutors who end up 
managing the students’ coursework, group dynam-
ics, their expectations, and idiosyncrasies, and then 
in turn have to do the same with the client and other 
stakeholders. Significant pressure on the tutors to 
ensure a safe event adds trepidation. This method 
of teaching requires a significant commitment on 
the part of the students and staff, often requiring 
staff to work outside of contract hours and students 
giving up time spent with family and in paid work. 
This research has presented a cogent discussion 
on a single case of experiential learning in event 
management at a post-1992 university in the UK 
and is not intended to be transferable to other edu-
cational or institutional contexts. It is perhaps axi-
omatic, but worth mentioning, that further research 
is required in cross-institutional, educational, and 
industrial contexts in order to further advance our 
understanding of experiential learning for event 
management and other business subjects; and, to 
establish a practical, relevant, and coherent model 
for experiential learning in event education. The 
study illustrates the value of the “student voice” 
in participative decision making, contributed to 
an emergent EMBOS for event management and 
highlighted contextualized areas in learning and 
teaching that warrant further research and consid-
eration. It represents the subjective experiences, 
beliefs, feelings, and attitudes of the event students, 
lecturer, and tutors who were the subject of the 
investigation.
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